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Collaborating with One's Own 
Assignments 
by Jim Persoon 
+ 
Collaboration, the special topic treated in this issue of the Grand 
Valley Review, is usually thought of in terms of people and institu-
tions: education-based cooperative endeavors such as team-teach-
ing, professors and students collaborating on research, as well as 
parents, teachers, and pupils working together in the schools. An 
example of educational-community service collaboration is a project 
such as that of the poet Sharon Olds of New York University who 
brings her creative writing students to hospital wards to write with 
and about the patients there. These kinds of collaboration illustrate 
the most common meaning of the word. To collaborate is to work 
together. 
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A less common usage of the word is "coopera-
tion with an enemy." The four or five Frenchmen 
who were not in the Underground fighting with 
the Resistance but were, presumably, above ground, 
cooperating with their Nazi rulers, are called "col-
laborationists." This more pejorative meaning of 
the word can also inform our work at the univer-
sity. In the university context, who or what is the 
"enemy" with whom we might choose to work 
rather than engage in battle? My own very narrowly 
framed answer is that the stack of papers I receive weekly from 
students can seem like an enemy with whom I must work. The 
most productive way I've found to deal with my sometime recoil-
ing before a batch of papers is to collaborate with rny own assign-
ment from the beginning. 
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W h a t  t h i s  m e a n s  i n  i t s  s i m p l e s t  f o r m  i s  t h a t  I  w r i t e  t h e  p a p e r s  
w h i c h  I  r e q u i r e  m y  s t u d e n t s  t o  w r i t e .  A s  a  t e a c h i n g  i d e a ,  t h i s  i s  
h a r d l y  n e w ,  n o r  m y  o w n .  B u t  p u t t i n g  i t  i n t o  p r a c t i c e  t a k e s  a  d i s c i -
p l i n e  a n d  c o m m i t m e n t  t h a t  I  d i d n ' t  h a v e  w h e n  I  f i r s t  h e a r d  t h e  i d e a  
a t  s o m e  t e a c h i n g  c o n f e r e n c e  i n  s o m e  a n o n y m o u s  h o t e l  a  d o z e n  y e a r s  
a g o .  I  l e t  m y  s t u d e n t s  h e l p  m e .  I f  t h e y  a s k  a  l o t  o f  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  
a n  a s s i g n m e n t ,  I  k n o w  t h a t  i t  i s  o n e  w h i c h  I  e i t h e r  h a v e  n o t  t h o u g h t  
t h r o u g h  w e l l  e n o u g h ,  a n d  s o  d e s e r v e  t o  b e  s e n t e n c e d  t o  d o  w i t h  
t h e m ,  o r  i s  o n e  w h i c h  r e q u i r e s  r e a l  e n g a g e m e n t  a n d  w i l l  p r o d u c e  
r e a l  g r o w t h ,  a n d  t h u s  i s  w o r t h  d o i n g  f o r  m e  a s  w e l l  a s  f o r  t h e m .  
L e t  m e  i l l u s t r a t e  w i t h  t w o  e x a m p l e s  f r o m  t h e  L i b e r a l  S t u d i e s  
c o u r s e  I  t e a c h ,  L I B  3 1 4 ,  L i f e  J o u r n e y ,  a  c o u r s e  d e v e l o p e d  a t  G r a n d  
V a l l e y  b y  P r o f e s s o r  M i l t o n  F o r d .  T h e  c o u r s e  i t s e l f ,  b y  t h e  w a y ,  d e -
p e n d s  u p o n  c o l l a b o r a t i o n ,  i n  t h a t  i t  m a r r i e s  p s y c h o l o g y  a n d  l i t e r a -
t u r e  a n d  d r a w s  i t s  s t a f f  f r o m  m a n y  d i s c i p l i n e s ,  w h o  m e e t  a s  a  " l i f e  
j o u r n e y  s t a f f "  t o  d i s c u s s  o u r  v a r i o u s  a p p r o a c h e s .  S o m e  o f  t h e  t e x t s  
c o m m o n l y  u s e d ,  s u c h  a s  C a r o l  P e a r s o n ' s  T h e  H e r o  W i t h i n ,  h a v e  
b e e n  u s e d  i n  p s y c h o l o g y  c o u r s e s ,  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u r s e s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h i s  
g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  l i b e r a l  s t u d i e s  c o u r s e .  
I  w i l l  n o t  r e p r o d u c e  m y  a s s i g n m e n t  s h e e t s  h e r e .  I f  t h e  p a p e r  
r e s p o n d i n g  t o  t h e  a s s i g n m e n t  i s  a n y  g o o d ,  i t  w i l l  r e v e a l  t h e  a s s i g n -
m e n t  c l e a r l y .  I n  t h e  w o r d s  o f  o u r  p a s t  F r e s h m a n  C o m p o s i t i o n  d i -
r e c t o r ,  R o g e r  G i l l e s ,  " t h e  p a p e r  w i l l  t e l l  y o u  h o w  i t  s h o u l d  b e  r e a d ;  
i f  i t  d o e s n ' t ,  i t  h a s n ' t  d o n e  i t s  j o b . "  W h a t  f o l l o w s  a r e  t w o  p a p e r s  o f  
m i n e ,  r e s p o n d i n g  t o  a s s i g n m e n t s  t h a t  a t  f i r s t  s e e m e d  t o  t h e  s t u d e n t s ,  
a n d  t o  m e ,  a n  e n e m y  t o  b e  a v o i d e d ,  t h e n  t o  b e  o v e r c o m e .  F i n a l l y ,  
t h o u g h ,  b o t h  s t u d e n t s  a n d  I  c a m e  t o  s e e  t h e  a s s i g n m e n t  a s  s o m e -
t h i n g  t o  c o l l a b o r a t e  w i t h ,  i n  a  s e n s e .  
W a r r i o r  B e a t s  M a r t y r  
C a r o l  P e a r s o n ' s  T h e  H e r o  W i t h i n  e n c o u r a g e s  u s  t o  s e e  o u r  o w n  l i f e ' s  
j o u r n e y  a s  a  s a g a  i n  w h i c h  w e  a r e  t h e  h e r o e s ,  a n d  o n e  o f  o u r  r o l e s  i s  
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the warrior, traditionally the most heroic of the archetypes. We 
honor martyr-heroes such as Christ in our culture, but even more 
we honor winners. For every Obie-Wan-Kenobee who transcends 
battle by giving himself up to the sword, there are ten Luke 
Skywalkers, Han Solos, Rambos, Terminators, and $20-million-a-
picture-action stars who thrill us. We even identify with morally 
questionable characters, such as Vito and Michael Corleone in The 
Godfather, and Clint Eastwood in his spaghetti Westerns or Dirty 
Harry films, because they strive so mightily and overcome so much. 
Even in the softer, caring, more martyr-like roles which our culture 
places before our eyes, it is the never-say-die, battle-to-the-end spirit 
we admire-the cancer patient who fights for life, not the one who 
accepts what is happening and lets go. I haven't seen Titanic, so tell 
me if I'm wrong, but I predict that, although it contains admirable 
martyrs who go down with the ship, the stars fight off the icy cold 
and every other challenge to survive. Did I get it right? 
When I think of modern warriors, I don't think back to my 
own army experiences-for most soldiers, it's just one vast 
bureaucracy, like a high school with thousands of principals 
overseeing hundreds of thousands of wily or scamming or boisterous 
or apathetic adolescents. I think instead of sports, played by those 
gladiators on TV or by the likes of us in our backyards. The language 
of warriors is the language that we use in sports and games. I was 
once an offensive tackle. Therefore I fought "in the trenches," as if 
Friday night football were World War I. We use this language in our 
work lives, too, "winning" promotions, making good career "moves" 
(as if a career were a board game like chess), planning "strategies" 
for success. I even heard a radio ad for investment banking that 
talked about "deploying assets with a target in mind," as if saving 
for retirement by buying into a mutual fund were the same thing as 
Norm Schwartzkopf hoping his Patriot missiles could knock out 
Saddam Hussein's SCUD missiles. And notice how, in that sentence 
I've just written, a sports metaphor, from boxing, can so easily be 
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i n s e r t e d  i n t o  a  m i l i t a r y  c o n t e x t .  S p o r t s  a n d  w a r  a r e  c l e a r l y  
i n t e r c o n n e c t e d  i n  o u r  m i n d s .  
T h e  s p o r t s  s t o r y  I  m o s t  r e m e m b e r ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  m o r e  a b o u t  
m a r t y r d o m ,  I  t h i n k ,  t h o u g h  i t  h a s  a  b i t  o f  t h e  w a r r i o r  a r c h e t y p e  i n  
i t ,  a s  i n e v i t a b l y  a l l  s p o r t s  s t o r i e s  m u s t .  I t  w a s  w h e n  I  w a s  t w e l v e ,  
d u r i n g  a  F o u r t h - o f - J u l y  b a s e b a l l  g a m e  t h a t  w e  a l w a y s  p l a y e d  i n  o u r  
l i t t l e  t o w n  u n t i l  d a r k ,  w h e n  t h e  g a m e  w o u l d  b e  c a l l e d  a n d  t h e  s t a n d s  
w o u l d  e m p t y  a n d  w e  w o u l d  a l l  s i t  o n  b l a n k e t s  o n  t h e  o u t f i e l d  g r a s s  
t o  w a t c h  t h e  V o l u n t e e r  F i r e  D e p a r t m e n t ,  w h o  w e r e  o u r  f a t h e r s ,  s e t  
o f f  t h e  h u g e  f i r e w o r k s  t h a t  w e  i m a g i n e d  w e r e  b o m b s  a n d  r o c k e t s  
o v e r h e a d .  I  w a s  t h e  y o u n g e s t  b y  a  c o u p l e  o f  y e a r s .  T h e  o l d e r  b o y s  
w e r e  h e r o e s  t o  m e .  I f  o n l y  I  c o u l d  t h r o w  l i k e  L y n n  o r  T o m  T o m j a c k .  
I f  o n l y  m y  l i t t l e  b r o t h e r  a n d  I  c o u l d  o n e  d a y  d e v e l o p  i n t o  a  d o u b l e -
p l a y  c o m b o  l i k e  D o u g l a s  a n d  B i l l y  S h e a r s .  I f  o n l y  w e  h a d  a  r e a l l y  
b i g  f a m i l y  l i k e  t h e  K i p l e y s ,  w h o  c o u l d  f i e l d  t h e i r  o w n  t e a m .  
I  w a s  a  m i s e r a b l e  h i t t e r .  T h a t  y e a r  I  w a s  0 - f o r - t h e - s e v e n t h - g r a d e .  
I  w a s  a l s o  a  m i s e r a b l e  f i e l d e r ,  d e s p i t e  h o u r s  o f  t h r o w i n g  a  r u b b e r  
b a l l  o f f  t h e  b a r n  f o u n d a t i o n .  S t i l l ,  I  h o p e d  o n e  d a y  t o  p l a y  s e c o n d -
b a s e  f o r  t h e  M i n n e s o t a  T w i n s ,  w h o  w e r e  u s i n g  u p  s e c o n d - b a s e m e n  
f a s t e r  t h a n  t h e  K i p l e y s  g o i n g  t h r o u g h  a n  a l l - y o u - c a n - e a t  b u f f e t .  O u r  
p r i e s t  y e l l e d  o u t  t o  m e  t h a t  d a y ,  a f t e r  I  h a d  t h r o w n  o u t  a  p a r t i c u -
l a r l y  s l o w  r u n n e r  b y  k n o c k i n g  d o w n  a  b a l l  a n d  a i m i n g  i t  a t  f i r s t  
b a s e ,  " Y o u ' l l  m a k e  a  p r e t t y  g o o d  s e c o n d  b a s e m a n  s o m e  d a y ,  i f  y o u r  
c h e s t  h o l d s  o u t ! "  I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  t h a t  w a s  a  c o m p l i m e n t ,  t h o u g h  m y  
s o r e  c h e s t  p u f f e d  o u t  w i t h  p r i d e  a t  t h e  r e c o g n i t i o n .  
I t  w a s  a  w e l l - p l a y e d  g a m e .  W e  w e r e  o n l y  d o w n  2 1 - 1 0  i n  t h e  s e v -
e n t h  i n n i n g  w h e n  w e  s t a r t e d  o u r  w i n n i n g  r a l l y .  S h e a r s e s  a n d  
T o m j a c k s  w e r e  c i r c l i n g  t h e  b a s e s  w h i l e  K i p l e y s  w e r e  m a d l y  t r y i n g  
t o  t h r o w  t h e m  o u t ,  a n d  b e f o r e  y o u  k n e w  i t  B i l l y  S h e a r s  w a s  s t a n d -
i n g  o n  t h i r d  b a s e  f o r  t h e  s e c o n d  t i m e  t h a t  i n n i n g  a n d  h e  w a s  t h e  
t y i n g  r u n .  I  w a s  o n  d e c k ,  a n d  a s  n e r v o u s  a s  W i l l i e  M a y s  i n  t h a t  1 9 5 3  
p l a y o f f  g a m e ,  w i t h  t h e  B r o o k l y n  D o d g e r s  u p  b y  t w o ,  t w o - o n  a n d  
t w o - o u t ,  b o t t o m  o f  t h e  n i n t h .  W i l l i e  w a s  a  r o o k i e .  H e  m u s t  h a v e  
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been praying for Bobby Thomson to homer and end it or make an 
out and end it, anything but get a hit or a walk and prolong the 
game so that it would be up to Willie. If that's how Willie felt, 
that's how I felt ten times over. I was praying and praying it wouldn't 
be up to me, that it would end on the next play. The batter hit a 
dribbler to first base. 
Billy broke from third. 
Joe Kipley threw home. 
I stood there. 
SMACK-it hit Billy in the head. He went down, then stood 
up. He looked at me, but his eyes weren't there, just white eyeballs. 
He was walking in circles around me. His parents ran out of the 
stands and laid him down on the ground. They took him to their 
car and drove to the next town to the doctor. The umpire called the 
game. Billie had scored and so it was a tie game, he said. I was re-
lieved. 
Billie didn't make it. He had been a hero of mine, and I felt like 
an unworthy squire to this knight. I had just looked at him when he 
was spinning around needing help. 
My feelings were nothing to those of Joe Kipley. Outside the 
church I saw him weeping violently. Mter the funeral too. His large 
family comforted him, but no one else did. After that, he was a sort 
of pariah. No one really blamed him, but you could see he blamed 
himself, and no one stepped in to tell him any differently. He went 
into the army, survived Vietnam, got his teeth fixed. When he came 
back, hardly anyone recognized him. Getting his teeth fixed had 
changed the shape of his face. I hoped it would give him a new 
outlook, but he always carried a heaviness after that Fourth of July. 
He died a few years later when he fell off a silo. He's buried in 
Sacred Heart Cemetery, about ninety feet from Billie Shears' grave. 
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1 1
S e t t l i n g  D o w n " :  B l a c k ,  G a y ,  a n d  a n  A r t i s t  
D a n i e l  L e v i n s o n  i n  T h e  S e a s o n s  o f  a  M a n ' s  L i f e  ( 1 9 7 8 )  d e s c r i b e s  
o n e  o f  t h e  s e a s o n s ,  o r  s t a g e s ,  a s  " s e t t l i n g  d o w n . "  I n  a  m a n ' s  l i f e ,  t h i s  
i s  t h e  p e r i o d  t h a t  c o v e r s ,  r o u g h l y ,  a g e s  t h i r t y - t h r e e  t o  f o r t y .  L e v i n s o n  
l i s t s  f i v e  g e n e r a l  p a t t e r n s  f o r  t h i s  s t a g e :  1 )  a d v a n c e m e n t  w i t h i n  a  
s t a b l e  l i f e  s t r u c t u r e ;  2 )  f a i l u r e  w i t h i n  t h a t  s t r u c t u r e ;  3 )  b r e a k i n g  o u t ;  
4 )  g r a d u a l  c h a n g e  b e c a u s e  o f  a d v a n c e m e n t ;  5 )  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  a n  u n -
s t a b l e  l i f e  s t r u c t u r e  ( L e v i n s o n  1 5 0 ) .  T h i s  p e r i o d  o f  s e t t l i n g  d o w n  i s  
d e s c r i b e d  b y  L e v i n s o n  a s  t h e  e n d  o f  a  l a r g e r  p e r i o d ,  t h e  n o v i c e  p h a s e  
( a g e s  s e v e n t e e n  t o  f o r t y ) ,  d u r i n g  w h i c h  a  m a n  h a s  b e e n  w o r k i n g  o n  
f o u r  m a j o r  t a s k s :  f o r m i n g  a  d r e a m ;  f o r m i n g  a  m e n t o r  r e l a t i o n s h i p ;  
f o r m i n g  a n  o c c u p a t i o n ;  f o r m i n g  l o v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  m a r r i a g e ,  a n d  
f a m i l y  ( 9 0 )  .  
M y  s u b j e c t  i s  a  f o r t y - y e a r - o l d  m a n  w h o ,  b y  L e v i n s o n ' s  c a t e g o -
r i e s ,  i s  l i k e l y  t o  b e  r o u g h l y  a t  t h e  v e r y  e n d  o f  t h e  s e t t l i n g  d o w n  
p h a s e .  I n  w o r k i n g  o n  h i s  f o u r  m a j o r  t a s k s ,  t h i s  s u b j e c t ,  w h o m  I  w i l l  
c a l l  G a l a h a d ,  w i l l  b y  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  h i s  l i f e  p r o b a b l y  h a v e  f o l l o w e d  
o n e  o f  t h e  f i v e  g e n e r a l  p a t t e r n s  o f  t h e  s e t t l i n g  d o w n  p e r i o d .  T h a t  i s ,  
h e  w i l l  p r o b a b l y  a l r e a d y  h a v e  a  d r e a m ,  a  m e n t o r ,  a n  o c c u p a t i o n ,  
a n d  a  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  a n d  h e  w i l l  b e  a d v a n c i n g ,  f a i l i n g ,  b r e a k i n g  o u t ,  
o r  c h a n g i n g .  L e v i n s o n ' s  f i f t h  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  t h a t  h e  w i l l  n o t  h a v e  
a c h i e v e d  m u c h  s t a b i l i t y  y e t  w i t h  h i s  f o u r  t a s k s .  
M y  s u b j e c t ,  G a l a h a d ,  i s  p e r s o n a b l e ,  h i g h l y  i n t e l l i g e n t ,  a n d  a r -
t i s t i c .  H e  h a s  h a d  u n e v e n  s u c c e s s  i n  h i s  t w e n t i e s  a n d  t h i r t i e s  w i t h  
t h e  f o u r  t a s k s  o f  t h e  n o v i c e  p h a s e :  
F o r m i n g  a  D r e a m .  T h i s  c a m e  v e r y  e a r l y  f o r  G a l a h a d .  A t  a b o u t  t h e  
a g e  o f  t e n  h e  d e c i d e d  t o  b e c o m e  a  m u s i c i a n .  A t  s i x t e e n ,  h e  e n t e r e d  
t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i c h i g a n  o n  a c a d e m i c  a n d  m u s i c  s c h o l a r s h i p s  
a n d  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t  a n d  t y p e  o f  m u s i c  h e  w i s h e d  t o  p l a y .  
F i n d i n g  a  M e n t o r .  I n  e l e m e n t a r y  s c h o o l ,  a  s t e r n ,  I r i s h - C a t h o l i c  
t e a c h e r  r e c o g n i z e d  h i s  t a l e n t .  H i s  m u s i c  t e a c h e r s  a t  s u c c e e d i n g  l e v -
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els were his mentors. The most important mentoring relationship, 
with a professor at the U of M, never achieved its full closeness, 
Galahad believes, because of issues of sexual orientation. Race, too, 
was a factor, as he felt like a "token" or "quota," rather than recog-
nized just for his talent. 
Forming an Occupation. He supported himself from ages twenty-
one to twenty-five with music, then gave up his dream and worked 
many jobs-security guard, print shop, later as a substance-abuse 
counselor, AIDS counselor, actor, and teacher. He re-made his com-
mitment to music at age twenty-eight and established himself with 
a regional symphony orchestra at age thirty-three, while still acting 
and giving lessons as additional means of support. 
Finding love, marriage, family. An encounter with literature, E.M. 
Forster's novel Maurice, at age twelve, gave him words for his feel-
ings about sexuality. He was "outed" at age sixteen, which almost 
prevented his attending college that year. Within the last five years 
he has achieved a stable love relationship, though he is unsure about 
permanent commitment to it, and of course marriage is legally pro-
hibited. He lives alone. 
Of the five patterns that Levinson presents as possibilities for 
the settling down period, Galahad's life most closely resembles the 
fifth, the unstable life structure. Several factors are responsible. First, 
Galahad's dream of becoming a musician is difficult to achieve in 
this society as a stable occupation. Even the most successful musi-
cians find that their employment histories are often up and down. 
It was for them that Congress and the IRS invented income-averag-
ing. The most stable jobs are in music education, but that often 
means that the artist has given up the dream of performing for a 
living. A second difficulty for Galahad may perhaps come from 
factors of class and race. Levinson's sample includes only two Afri-
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c a n - A m e r i c a n s  a n d  s o  c a n n o t  g e n e r a l i z e  a b o u t  a n y  p o s s i b l e  d i f f e r -
e n c e s  r e s u l t i n g  f r o m  t h i s  f a c t o r .  G a l a h a d  i s  a n  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  
f r o m  a  m i d d l e - c l a s s  b a c k g r o u n d .  W h i l e  m u s i c  w a s  v a l u e d  i n  h i s  
h o m e ,  c l a s s i c a l  m u s i c  w a s  n o t ,  a n d  t h e  l a c k  o f  r o l e  m o d e l s  w h o  h a d  
a c h i e v e d  h i s  d r e a m  h a s  m a d e  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d  m e n t o r s  t o  m a p  o u t  
t h e  p a t h w a y  a  l i t t l e  m o r e  c l e a r l y .  A  t h i r d  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  G a l a h a d ' s  
l i f e  i s  h i s  s e x u a l  o r i e n t a t i o n .  L e v i n s o n ' s  f o u r t h  t a s k ,  f o r m i n g  " l o v e ,  
m a r r i a g e ,  a n d  f a m i l y "  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i s  b y  o u r  s o c i e t y ' s  l a w s  d i f f i c u l t  
f o r  a  g a y  p e r s o n ,  a n d  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  m a r r i a g e  i m p o s s i b l e .  
B l a c k ,  g a y ,  a n d  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  l i v e  l i f e  a s  a n  a r t i s t ,  G a l a h a d  w o u l d  
p r o b a b l y  b e  c l a s s e d  a s  p a t t e r n  f i v e ,  u n s t a b l e  l i f e  s t r u c t u r e .  I n  m a n y  
w a y s ,  t h o u g h ,  h e  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  o u t s i d e  L e v i n s o n ' s  s t a g e s .  I f  t h e  
g o a l  i s  t o  a c h i e v e  a  s t a b l e  o c c u p a t i o n ,  w i t h  m e n t o r s  t o  g u i d e  o n e ,  
a n d  a  s t a b l e  m a r r i a g e  a n d  f a m i l y  l i f e ,  o n e  m i g h t  p r e d i c t ,  a l m o s t  
b e f o r e  i n t e r v i e w i n g  G a l a h a d ,  t h a t  h e  w o u l d  e n d  t h e  n o v i c e  p h a s e  o f  
a d u l t h o o d  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  p u t  i n t o  p l a c e  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  w h i c h  t h e  m a -
j o r i t y  o f  L e v i n s o n ' s  s u b j e c t s  b u i l t .  O f  h i s  s o - c a l l e d  " d i s a b i l i t i e s "  ( a s  
h e  c a l l s  t h e m ) ,  G a l a h a d  r a n k s  h i s  p u r s u i t  o f  a r t  t h e  m o s t  d i f f i c u l t ,  
f o l l o w e d  b y  s e x u a l  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  a n d  t h e n  r a c e .  H e  i s  a  p s y c h o l o g i -
c a l l y  a n d  s p i r i t u a l l y  a w a r e  p e r s o n ,  g i f t e d  w i t h  i n s i g h t  b r o u g h t  o n  
b y  y e a r s  o f  w o r k  a n d  i n t r o s p e c t i o n .  T h e s e  q u a l i t i e s ,  h o w e v e r ,  s e e m  
t o  h a v e  n o  p l a c e  i n  L e v i n s o n ' s  e a r l y  s e a s o n s ,  b e i n g  a s s i g n e d  e x c l u -
s i v e l y  t o  t h e  l a s t  p h a s e  o f  t h e  l i f e  j o u r n e y - o l d  a g e .  
C o n c l u s i o n  
D o i n g  o n e ' s  o w n  a s s i g n m e n t s  c e r t a i n l y  t e a c h e s  m a n y  t h i n g s - !  k n o w  
t h e  v a l u e  o f  t h e s e  t w o  b e t t e r  n o w  t h a n  I  e v e r  c o u l d  b e f o r e  d o i n g  
t h e m .  I  a l s o  k n o w  l i t t l e  d e t a i l s  a b o u t  t h e  a s s i g n m e n t s ,  s u c h  a s  h o w  
l o n g  t h e y  r e a l l y  t a k e  t o  d o ,  o r  i f  t h e r e  a r e  u n f o r e s e e n  a n d  u n i n -
t e n d e d  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  T h e y  a l s o  f u n c t i o n  a s  m o d e l s ,  a s  w a y s  t o  d o  t h e  
a s s i g n m e n t .  I  c a n  n o t  p r o v e  i t ,  b u t  I  d o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  o u r  e n e r g y  a s  
t e a c h e r s  i s  b e t t e r  s p e n t  w r i t i n g  o u r  a s s i g n m e n t s  t h a n  w r i t i n g  o v e r -
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long, three-to-four-page assignment sheets. As some proof of this 
claim, I offer the observation that my students read my "papers" 
more avidly and refer more often to them than to any sheet of direc-
tions I've ever produced. 
An ancillary value, but the most important and surprising one 
for me personally, is discovering things I could not predict I would 
learn. The first paper above sketches a childhood memory which I 
always thought was about the death of a boy I looked up to. I now 
think that it is about the heavy load of suffering that another boy 
carried throughout his life. The second paper summarizes an inter-
view with a friend. I had titled it, cleverly, "Black, Gay, and an 
Artist." When I finished the paper, I noticed an oddity. During the 
interview, I had asked my friend which of the labels we used in the 
paper had been the hardest for him to overcome. His reply was in 
the inverse order of my title. I suddenly realized some of my "be-
nign" assumptions about race as well as sexual orientation were tell-
ing me more about me than about him. And I felt a new level of 
identity with him, in our mutual struggle to be artists. I would not 
be writing this, if I had not learned-by writing-that. Which is to 
say that switching loyalties and identities, from teacher to student, 
is not traitorous, but rather an honorable course for any of us who 
claim to have something to profess to the people in our classes. + 
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